Place Ratings, Shifting Neoliberalism and Quality of Life in Communities
For a quarter of a century now, the Places Rated Almanac (PRA)has been helping Americans find their 'best' place to live. 'Best' in this context is clearly a subjective attribute that may be more accurately considered as shorthand for "most suited to individual interests". Nonetheless its comparisons have clearly resonated with businesses and policy planners as well as individuals as a means to learn about other places as well as their own. Whether the target audience was the average American family looking for a change of scenery, or more specialised groups such as economic developers or retirees in search of their place in the sun, David Savageau and his co-authors have succeeded in publishing a series of best-selling guides to hundreds of communities across North America. In fact, since their first edition was published, they have been responsible for a veritable niche industry, providing not only a relative barometer on the evolution of American communities but also stimulating many competing and complementary ratings by other commercial and academic organisations in North America and around the world.
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While each guide has been controversial, as rankings inevitably are, none of the criticisms of the various PRA guides slowed the juggernaut of their commercial success. The 1981 edition (Boyer and Savageau, 1981) , published by Rand McNally, was arguably the first serious attempt in the USA to popularise a statistical ranking of communities and their quality of life, and it had within 12 months been reprinted four times. Similarly the 1985 edition was reprinted three times within a year. While the later editions -the Places Rated Almanac, Millennium Edition (Savageau and D'Agostino, 2000) and the special edition of the Retirement Places Rated (Savageau, 2004) -have not sold as many copies as the original versions, they remain best sellers, with the latest editions of PRA being published in September 2007 (Savageau, 2007) . This critical essay explores why such popularity of place ratings continues within the US, and how such ratings have morphed over the past two decades. In particular, the paper explores ways in which PRA and its offspring have reflected and reacted to the changing nature of neoliberalism and the needs of capital. It argues that the continuing relevance of the PRA is related to its capacity to appeal not only to the place competitiveness of 'roll back' neoliberalism of the 1990s but also to the new forms of 'roll out' neoliberalism which foregrounds 'social policy making' (Peck and Tickell, 2002) . It does so by considering three issues, with first an exploration of the continuing resonance of ratings within the shifting context of urban politics and the 'new' political economy of cities. Second, associated with a move beyond the singularity of economic competitiveness, it explores the extent to which the basis of the rankings reflects a form neo-imperialism. Finally, the essay considers how even without substantive evidence that almanacs such as the PRA have shaped patterns of migration, there is a utility of such ratings for communities in their engagement with social and economic agendas arising from roll out neoliberalism.
The almanacs' neoliberal credentials 4
The PRA was a birthchild of the neoliberal era of the early 1980s. It's foundation was the growing restlessness of Americans with their current living and working locations -more than 5 million moved annually in the late 1970s -and the entrepreneurial opportunities created by the rapidly expanding data sets about local places. It capitalised on the switch from nationally and centrally driven Fordist-Keynesian policies towards more market oriented, neoliberal economic policies where movement of capital -human as well as financial -was central to economic well-being. And the almanac resonated with the notion of a 'new urban politics' (NUP) in which cities were increasingly pitied against each other in their search to tap into growth opportunities.
5
Such NUP was linked with new forms of urban leadership ; ones which were more entrepreneurial, growth-oriented and adopting the characteristics of the private sectorrisk taking, inventiveness, promotional and profit motivated (Cox and Mair, 1988, Harvey, 1989a) . For those involved in these new public-private partnerships promoting urban growth, new emphasis was placed not only on exploiting the differential characteristics of cities in order to compete for private and public investment, but also on the need for clear evidence to support claims of local competitive advantage.
6
Alongside attempts to produce and cultivate the forms of agglomeration economies which have characterised Silicon Valley and Los Angeles (Davis, 1990) or 'Little Italy' in Europe (Bianchini and Parkinson, 1993) , the formation of informational cities and networked tiers of 'global cities' (Taylor, 1995) , and the capturing of hallmark events, property-led redevelopments (characterised by Baltimore's transformation, Harvey (1989b) ), place rating at a national and international level became important as places openly competing in this new neoliberal and globalised world.
7
At least part of the success of the PRA was the synchroneity of this new political economy context with Boyer and Savageau's assessment that in the increasingly mobile United States, there was a dearth of information about places to assist relocators -and city marketeers. The PRA capitalised on the provision by US National Census Bureau of much richer geographical data, opening up possibilities for more sophisticated analysis of living conditions below state level. Liu's (1976) pioneering study had already shown the possibilities of drawing on this locally-based data-rich environment to undertake a statistical analysis of the 'quality of living conditions in metropolitan areas' and reveal that there were strong differences across the (then) 243 standard metropolitan statistical areas (SMSAs). It was in this new research space that the PRA was located. Like Liu, they analysed not only the separate dimensions of a place's attractiveness but also derived a cumulative index of what they later termed 'quality of life'.
8
Although immediately subjected to criticism over its statistical base, the computational analysis and weightings, and the limited conceptual and theoretical underpinnings (Bell, 1984 ; Pierce, 1985 ; Cutter, 1985) , the PRA nevertheless became itself a benchmark of place rating, and what became quality of life rankings of places. Such ratings became fashionable as part of the armoury of tools available to growth coalitions and city development authorities/agencies in their attempt to capture the diversity of economic capital available (Harvey, 1989a) . In particular, rankings were utilised in the promotion of places ; 'selling the city' as a product (Ashworth and Voogd, 1990) . Throughout the 1980s and early 1990s, such place promotion on the basis of relative performance in league tables was a common component of those charged with economic development (Amin and Thrift, 2002) . Places rated highly -even if only on a selective set of features -used these in justification of their attractiveness. Those at the other 'end' of the table deployed rankings as justification for investment from the state to raise them to a more level playing field in the game of capturing global capital. leading international financial institutions (Harvey, 2005 ; Craig and Cotterell, 2007) . Their chronological phasing marks progression from 'proto-neoliberalism' on the edges of Keynesian economic and welfare state thinking, to a 'roll back' phase where the force of neoliberalism is on the dismantling of the Keynesian state institutions and practices to a third, roll out phase addressing the social and economic outcomes of policies and practices of the roll back phase. Whilst acknowledging that such progression is manifested differently in local spaces, these phases have nevertheless been equated in North American and Anglo-European contexts as coinciding with shifts into and through Reaganism and Thatcherism, and then into 'Third Way' approaches of Clinton/Blair (Imrie and Raco, 2003 ; Boyle and Rogerson, 2006) .
12 Accompanying the metamorphosis of neoliberalism into a more socially interventionst, 'third way' form of 'roll-out neoliberalism' has been a shift in the ways in which 'place rating' has been conducted. One expression of these has been the adoption of more cooperative, less competitive forms of comparison. In Europe and in Australasia, for example, the fashion of place rating comparisons has been replaced in part with 'benchmarking' comparisons. Networks of cities for collaborative functions have emerged, and through a recognition of common and shared experiences, joint projects, information sharing and co-operation between cities and between agencies has emerged (Luque-Martínez and Muñoz- Leiva, 2005 ; Floeting and Hollbach-Grömig, 2005) , As part of this, greater harmonisation towards an agreed standard for measuring cities based on economic realities has emerged (Freeman, 2007) . Although such collaboration has been criticised -"the reality, in our view, is that such benchmarking does little to promote "levelling up" between places and may actually serve to reinforce existing inequalities" (Greene et al., 2007, 17 ) -examples such as the innovative Melbourne benchmarking study (Stokie, 1998) has shown the utility of this more collegial approach to placed ratings.
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In the United States, such cooperative ratings have largely been absent within a form of place competitiveness where attracting and retaining capital remains dominant. Whilst promoting place rating guides, such emphasis on the relationship between local urban politics and economic activity within North America has tended to overshadow one of the original key intentions of the PRA. In each of the editions, the authors have signalled that for them the focus of place ratings was on people and communities -on the quality of life, amenities and qualities of place that influenced people's everyday life and made them attractive to live, not just to be economically competitive. Here too the PRA challenged underlying assumptions. Traditionally it was assumed that only companies competed, with communities considered part of a firm's comparative advantage, like access to resources or labour, but not of themselves competing. As late as 1991 when Michael Porter produced his national competitiveness strategy for the Canadian government (Porter, 1991) this assumption was still had considerable currency. Yet even then the transition from nationally-based industrial economies to knowledge-based economies with global reach was well underway. As knowledge became increasingly the primary competitive resource in world economic activity, the source of knowledge, people, has become the focus of economic development and the generation of firm competitive advantage. Accordingly, the recognition of the hard to duplicate regional advantage (Saxenian, 1994) has pushed communities to the forefront of the competitiveness debate.
14 Today it is generally recognized that communities compete with each other on taxation and regulation, on infrastructure and transportation, on quality of life, on the all important issues of the attraction, retention and development of human capital, as well as on the more familiar firm decisions investment and access to financial capital (Harvey, 1978 ; Tremblay and Tremblay, 2006) . In turn those overseeing the governance of these communities have aggressively adopted and used ratings such as the PRA as indicators both of their particular regional advantage and of theirsuccess in offering local community-base advantages. As one of the more recent competitors to the PRA states :
time, one of the main changes to the Almanac has been the introduction of non-US cities into the comparative analysis. The fourth edition in 1993included a number of Canadian cities alongside the US metropolitan areas, but it was only in the fifth edition that the Canadian contribution was acknowledged and featured on the cover, enabling the authors to lay claim to the identification of "North America's best all-around metro areas".
19 The adoption of this more continental perspective arguably represents the growing challenge to the 'taken for granted' status of the nation scale, and the corresponding rise in regional hegemonies in the new post-Fordist political economy (Jessop, 2002) . First, such comparisons align well with the concept of a 'North American city' ; arising from an ongoing convergence of Canadian and US economic interests under NAFTA (Lipset, 1990 ; Garber and Imbroscio, 1996) . Such protagonists for a continental perspective argue that the forces of technology, economic and cultural globalisation have created a transnational urban system where the primacy of the differences between Canadian and US cities are being replaced with the primacy of their commonalities. For instance, in Canada or the US worker and firm mobility seem governed by many of the same constituent elements of regional advantage leading to a minimization of national differences. They suggest that counterarguments have tended to focus on historically engrained differences of culture and attitudes, and declining differences in municipal level powers (Ewing, 1992 ; Zolnik, 2004) . Other researchers remain sceptical of such comparativeness, stressing that despite some similarities there remain distinct features which separated the US and Canada in terms of quality of life and urban liveability (Bourne, 1999 ; Mercer and England, 2000 ; Tremblay, 2004) .
20 Second, the PRA's inclusion of Canadian cities could be viewed as commercially astute given the increasing and different flows of people from Canada to the US. During the 1990s there was a marked flow of migrants travelling over the border -on average 20,000 per annum from Canada to the US, totalling 180,700 between 1993 and 2001 and over the ten year period 1996-2005 more than 273,000 on the reverse direction. But secondly, it also tapped into the changing nature of this migration stream, as migrants no longer sought (or required) to be permanent US citizens in order to gain advantages in the labour and housing markets or be permanent residents in Canada. Instead, the majority of migrants became more short term 'opportunity seekers'. In contrast to the previous decade when 1 in 3 of Canadians moving to the US became a naturalized US citizen, fewer than 10% sought this in the 1990s (Table 1) . 24 But secondly and more importantly, Sperling and Sander struggle to correlate Canadian and US cities given the different statistical bases. Consequently they admit that "the approach is more qualitative…" (p728) with comparisons made with a "US counterpart" on the basis of the author's judgement on where the "Canadian city might fall it the places [in the US and Canada] …were ranked together" (p728). The resultant amalgamation ( 26 In focussing on Canadian cities as comparators with US locations, both guides can be critiqued for promoting a specific 'cultural nationalism'; one based on shared cultural heritages and values of the predominantly white and Anglo-based perspectives of the two nations. Why do these guides jot include comparisons with Mexican cities which offer potentially similar relationships between southern US cities and their southern counterparts? This question is all the more pertinent when migration flows from Mexico to the US provide a potentially much larger market -between 15 and 20 times the size of that of Canadian migrants (Table 3) . One clue for such absences might be the nature of the migration streams from Canada to the US. According to the US 2000 Census, more than 52% of movers from Canada to the US over the decades hold 'management, professional and related occupations' with one in four found in educational, health and social services. In contrast, movers from Mexico occupy only 8% managerial posts, with production and transportation (29%) and sales and office (25%) dominating.
27 In an era of transnational capitalism, when the cross-national place descriptive comparisons and imagined geographies have the potential to shape flows, such absences and the lack of conceptual explanations of the basis of the comparative geographies of these guides leave them open to criticism as supporting forms of neo-imperialism.
Directing the 'mobilites'
28 The PRA and CRR almanacs -and indeed Florida's (2002) ratings of US cities in terms of a 'creativity index' -explicitly encourage mobility. They are a clarion call to 'greener pastures' for those who are considering, or those who may be tempted to consider, relocation -the 'mobilites'. By this we refer to those who have the capacity to move but need to be stimulated and guided in their spatial movements. Whilst many people may have the potential and actual capacity to be mobile both geographically and sociallywhat Kaufmann et al. (2004) have termed 'motility' -this can remain latent, requiring to be awakened and then guided towards opportunities elsewhere. Such awakening can be of the individual mobilite and those responsible for offering the place qualities which are attractive in enticing or retaining the individual.
29 The built-in assumption in the PRA and CRR almanacs is that place ratings will be used by mobilites to inform themselves of where to move. Evidence of such connections between published ratings and actual mobility remains under-researched and thus it is difficult to assess directly whether PRAs are effective or instrumental in attracting people -and importantly the 'right' people -into communities and places. Analysis of recent (1995) (1996) (1997) (1998) (1999) (2000) patterns of gross and net migration between SMSAs within the US offer weak correlations with the rankings in the PRA in 2000 (see Rogerson et al., 2007) . Even if the focus is restricted to the top destinations for internal movers, there are only 2 in the top 10 rated places in the PRA (Rayleigh and Phoenix). Extending this to the top 30 rankings however does include 11 of the top 30 most common destinations for movers within the US (Table 4) .
30 Getting an understanding of the stimuli and reasons for relocation of the more than 120 million US citizens who changed their place of residence in the 1995-2000 period is always going to be partial. Whether and to what extent guides to places actually matter in the process of stimulating and directing movers remains an area ripe for research, but one which will require to focus on specific relocators. The evidence to date that quality of life and quality of place factors shape mobility remains generalised (Rogerson, 1999) . Within this knowledge vacuum, the authors of the PRA and similar guides continue to make assumptions that actual patterns of movement are being shaped by the availability and nature of information on places, and that they provide a 'service' to individuals and households who are searching for new destinations.
Enhancing communities
31 Even without such an evidential base to evaluate their impact in this respect, it is clear that the almanacs are rooted in the notions of mobility as beneficial to economic (and social) wellbeing. Increasingly, however, under different forms of 'roll out' neoliberalist regulation in the US (and elsewhere), alternative forms of local based engagement have been formulated, placing greater emphasis on constructing a stronger sense of attachment to place. This is in sharp contrast to the weakening of place ties evident in the 'roll back' neoliberalism (Peck and Tickell, 2002 ; Peck, 2004) when government encouraged people 'to get on their bikes' as a solution to problems in their lives and communities.
32 Further whether expressed through the Third Way of Clinton or the more neoconservatist approach of Bush, the political slant of roll out neoliberalism has reinforced the importance of the social aspects of place over the economic ones. As Tickell and Peck (2003) express it, one element of this evolved form of neoliberalism has been its focus on the 'downstream' consequences of economic liberalisation -such as crime and social exclusion. In pursuing local urban and regional policies which give renewed importance to tackling such dystopian anxieties associated with 'community' (Sennett, 2003 ; Baeten, 2002) , policy practitioners have placed increasing emphasis on recruiting current residents as 'active citizens' in the revitalisation of places. The resultant rush to support social networks, voluntary associations and more generally to engender social capital (Cole and Goodchild, 2000 ; Arthurson, 2002 ; Boyle and Rogerson, 2006) all reinforce the desire to retain those very groups that under roll back neoliberal programs were being encouraged to move. Whilst the PRA spoke to this earlier agenda, the Almanac also resonates the 'roll out' neoliberal policy arena.
33 Although here too empirical evidence is limited on the positive retentive benefits of quality of life and quality of place, conceptually it is clear that amongst potential mobilites, who have the capacity to move, there is scope for them to be anchored by improvements and new opportunities within the existing communities.
34 So how can PRA assist in this anchoring to place ? One possibility is as a tool for social learning amongst communiites. The PRA and other similar rankings can provide a catalyst for social learning and a tool for determining which type of collective learning is appropriate. It is the cognitive dissonance such rankings generate between the 'on the ground' reality and the reality suggested by the rankings that cause people to reflect on the question of what's right. This dissonance can often lead to collective learning by way of 'learning by doing ', 'single-' or double-loop' learning (Argyris and Schön, 1974) . The rankings act somewhat like a mirror, enabling reflective evaluation and diagnosis.
35 Where the ranking results are not as expected, then they can assist community representatives to :
• clean the mirror by suggesting changes to what is being measured or how it is being measured (learning by doing or metacognitive process). Since the measures are never assumed to be perfect, a trial and error process over time will likely ensue, gradually improving the quality of the rankings feedback. The criticisms and complaints associated with the early editions of the PRA are consistent with this type of learning but have also informed the Oregon Benchmarks studies (Schlossberg and Zimmermann, 2003) and the Austin, Texas quality of life priorities (Myers, 1989) • change the community strategies (single loop learning) trying different approaches to affect different outcomes. This implies both the governing variables and the measurement tools are accepted as correct as is reflected in the fashion of undertaking new urban planning studies, cluster studies, community market studies in vogue with municipal governments since the mid 1990s. In the UK, the Nottingham Common Purpose exemplified this, germinating local discussion and feedback loops on how regeneration and improvement approaches were resonating and impacting on local communities. • change the community's basic governing variables such as assumptions, goals, governance mechanisms, values, etc. and then define an entirely new type of strategy (double loop learning) that is being reflected in smart growth planning, ecology based planning, one system planning efforts and usually involving a collaborative, community-wide process. One example is the adoption by City of Melbourne Council, Australia through their liveability study and the subsequent quality of life aspirational indicators (Stokie, 1999) . 36 Together such case studies merely scratch the surface of this area. Both empirical studies of local projects which engage and anchor mobilites to place, and conceptual studies of links between cognitive psychology, social learning and place indicators are required to inform contemporary debates in political economy over sustaining vibrant and socially mixed communities.
New research opportunities 37 The tendency for successful projects such as the PRA to both be updated and mimicked is inevitable in a commercially sensitive world. 38 Second, what evidence is there to indicate that place ratings have any particular impact on people's behaviour or patterns of mobility ? The assumption of latent mobility implicit within PRA, CRR and similar ratings has largely been unchallenged. Whilst such an absence has not undermined the utility of ratings in the era of economic-led competition, it cannot remain so when there are more diverse agendas operating under roll out neoliberalism. As the focus switches to more community-base and social issueswitnessed for example by more cooperative frames for benchmarking and policy agendas emphasising the retention of mobilites in the context of sustainable communities -there is an increased requirement for a stronger evidential base of the connections between place ratings and the processes of migration.
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And thirdly, what locally do such place ratings offer to residents of place and communities ? This question takes on greater import when the political economy contexts shifts towards building and supporting local places for themselves under a social-led agenda of roll out of 'third way' approaches. In particular, more research is required on the ways if any in which local communities have been able to utilise place rankings in the development of social capital and social learning. As renewed interest is expressed in academic and policy communities in local quality of life, in building sustainable communities, and in new forms of place management, more critical engagement with PRA and comparable place ratings is needed. Although the popularity of such guides may remain evident to those involved in their production, 25 years on there continues to be a need for more research into their significance for and impact within communities. 
